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POCKET  GOPHER  CONTROL 


DESCRIPTION  AND  DISTRIBUTION 


Pocket  gophers  are  medium -sized  burrowing- rodents  which  live 
almost  entirely  underground.      There  are  many  species  distributed  over 
much  of  the  north  central,    southern,    and  western  parts  of  the  United  States. 
They  should  not  be  confused  with  moles,    which  at  times  construct  somewhat 
similar  tunnels.     Pocket  gophers  have  prominent,    yellow  incisor  teeth  and 
large,    deep,   fur-lined  cheek  pouches,    in  which  food  is  carried.     The 
different  species  vary  in  length  from  6  to   13  inches.      Color  varies  with 
species  and  locality,    from  light  brown  to  deep  chocolate.     Owing  to  their 
underground  life,    pocket  gophers  have  rather  poor  eyesight,    but  other 
senses  are  acute.     Their  tails  are  sensitive  and  are  used  as  feelers  when 
the  animals  travel  backward  in  their  burrows. 


HABITS 


These  animals  dig  extensive  tunnels  or  runways,    which  nnay 
extend  as  much  as  800  feet  and  cover  an  acre  of  ground.     Burrows  vary 
with  the  species  from  2  to  4  or  5  inches  in  diameter.      These  runways 
serve  as  homes,    storehouses,    and  routes  for  underground  hunting  of 
food.     The  foraging  tunnels  may  be 
from  4  to  8  inches  below  the  surface, 
whereas  food  caches  and  nests  are 
frequently  several  feet  deep.     Dirt 
from  runways  is  pushed  to  the  surface, 
by  use  of  the  forefeet  and  chest,    to 
form  characteristic  circular  mounds 
8  to  18  or  nnore  inches  in  diameter. 
The  mounds  are  at  the  ends  of  short 
lateral  tunnels  branched  off  the  main 
runway.     The  surface  opening,    through 
which  dirt  is  pushed  from  the  tunnel, 
is  finally  plugged  by  pushing  dirt  into 
it,    leaving  a  small  horseshoe -like 
depression  on  one  side  of  the  mound 
(fig.    1).     The  animals   are  seldom 
seen,    since  almost  their  entire  life 
is  spent  under  ground.     Except  in 
breeding  season,    or  when  young  are 
being  cared  for  one  pocket  gopher 
to  a  runway  is  the  rule. 


Figure   1.     The  horseshoe - 
shaped  depression  on  the 
right  side  of  the  mound  is 
the  clue  to  where  to  probe 
for  the  runway.      The  runway 
is  below  the  point  marked  X. 


Their  food  consists  mostly  of  roots  of  various  plants, 
such  as  dandelion,    alfalfa,    grasses,    and  trees.      They  regularly 
eat  raost  tubers,    and  such  green  tops  and  available  seeds  as  can 
'he  pulled  down  into  the   tunnels   through  root  holes. 


CONTROL  METHODS 

The  most  practical  and  efficient  methods  of  controlling 
pocket  gophers  are  by  use  of  toxic  baits  and  trapping.      Over  lar^^e 
and  heavily  infested  areas,    poisoning  is  fastest  and  cheapest. 
Stragglers   that  are  not  poisoned  will  continue  to  throw  up  fresh 
mounds.      These  individuals   can  then  be   trapped.      On  small  areas 
such  as  lawns  or  where  but  few  animals  are  involved,    trapping  is 
more  practical  than  the  use  of  lethal  baits. 

Control  operations  can  best  be  conducted  during  the 
seasons  when  the  pocket  gophers  are  most  active  near  the  surface. 
This  usually  is  indicated  by  the  presence  of  fresh  mounds  of  dirt. 
At  other  tiines  labor  and  material  may  be  wasted  in  treating 
unoccupied  systems  of  runways.     During  the  fall,    when  pocket 
gophers  are  usually  iTLOst  active,    control  operations  also  can  be 
carried  on  with  the  least  interference   to  growing  crops. 

Bait  materials  may  vary  with  locality  and  species.      The 
baits  most  commonly  used  are   carrots  and  sweet  potatoes.     Grain 
baits  of  wheat,    oats,    and  maize  are  readily  taken  in  many  localities, 
and  green  baits  of  fresh  clover  or  alfalfa  leaves  should  be  used  in 
some  sections  of  the   country,    particularly  in  the  Northwest. 
Pocket  gophers  vary  in  their  tastes,    and  all  individuals  in  the 
same  locality  may  not  accept  the  same  baits.     Hence,   it  may  be 
necessary  to  re-treat  infested  areas  using  different  baits. 

Vegetables  for  baits  should  be  thoroughly  cleaned  and 
then  cut  into  pieces  about  half  an  inch  square  and   l-l/Z  to  3  inches 
long.     Exact  size  or  shape  is  unimportant,    although  elongated 
pieces  are  most  easily  inserted  into  burrows. 

Root  and  leaf  baits  are  effective  only  when  fresh.      They 
wilt  and  dehydrate  in  a  few  hours.     Estimate  needs    accordingly. 

Grain  baits  are  easily  handled  and  keep  well  in  storage. 
They  are  cheaper  and  often  give  better  results  in  late  fall  when 
pocket  gophers  may  be   caching  much  of  the  food  found- -grain  bait 
will  not  spoil  and  can  be  eaten  during  the  winter   to  accoinplish 
the  desired  control. 


Pocket  gophers  of  the  genus  Thomomys,    found  in  the  western 
half  of  the  United  States,    can  generally  be  poisoned  by  use  of  the  root-bait 
formula  (No.    1),    or  the  grain-bait  formula  (No.    3).      The  large  WillaiTie tte 
pocket  gopher  (T.b.    bulbivorus)  in  Oregon,    is  an  exception.     To  poison  it, 
use  the  leaf -bait  formula  (No.    2)  with  clover  leaves.     For  the  large 
Townsend's  pocket  gopher  (T.    townsendii)  in  the  Snake  River  and  Boise 
Valleys  in  southern  Idaho,    formula  No.    1  or  formula  No.    2  with  alfalfa 
leaves,    raay  be  used. 

The  large  pocket  gophers   (  Geomys  )  in  the  prairie  states  have 
shown  a  preference  for  grain  baits;  wheat,    maize,    and  oats  are  well 
accepted.     In  sorne  areas  it  has  been  found  that  during  the  hot  summer  months 
of  July  and  August  steamed-rolled  oats  are  preferred  to  wheat.      The 
grain-bait  formula  (No.    3)  may  be  used  for  these  species. 


BAIT  FORMULAS 

The  following  poisoned-bait  formulas  for  pocket  gophers  are 
recommended. 

Formula  No.    1   --  Root  Baits 


Cut  into  pieces   1-1/2  to  3  inches  long  and  1/2  inch  square   -  2  quarts 

sweet  potatoes  or  carrots 

Dust  over  these  from  sifter  (pepper  box), 

while  stirring 1/8  oz.    strychnine 

alkaloid  (powdered)* 

No  more     should  be  prepared  than  can  be  used  in  one  day. 

Formula  No.    2   --  Leaf  Baits 


Gather  fresh  from  field,   free  from  dew,    rain,    or 

other    moisture 1-1/4  lbs.    green 

clover  or  alfalfa  leaves. 

Keep  free  fronn  dirt  and  other  foreign  materials. 

Spread  on  heavy  paper  or  put  into  a  tight  box  or  washtub. 

Dust  over  these,    from  a  sifter  (pepper  box), 

while  stirring 1/8  oz.    strychnine 

alkaloid  (powdered) 

No  more  should  be  prepared  than  can  be  used  in  one  day. 


*    Research  studies  and  field  experience  in  the  southwestern  states 
indicate   1  ounce  of  zinc -phosphide  poison  to  20  quarts  of  cubed  bait 
produces  better  results  than  strychnine.     Comparable  data  from 
other  areas  are  not  available. 


Formula  No.    3   --  Grain  Baits 

3/4  pt,    water 

Mix  well ""'       1/2  oz.    laundry 

and starch. 

Bring  to  a  boil  while  stirring  constantly. 

Cook  until  the  paste  is  free  of  lumps. 

1/4  pt.    corn  sirup 

Stir  into  the  paste ^^^  ^^^    glycerin 

and  then      ----  ^^^_    strychnine 

Mix  in  a  1 -gallon  container  alkaloid  (pov^dered) 

I  oz.    baking  soda 

and 

Pour  hot  paste  over  this  mixture  while  stirring  thoroughly. 

16  qts.    wheat  (plump 

Pour  the  whole  mixture  over kernels),    steam- 

rolled  oats,    or  maize, 
Stir  until  kernels  are  well  coated,    and  then  spread  out  to  dry. 


BAIT  PLACEMENT 

Pocket  gopher  control  is  readily  effected  by  placing  baits  in 
the  mam  ™.ays.' An  opening  is  made  with  a  blunt  probe.      Probes  may 
be  made  of  a  bluntly  pointed  broom  or  shovel  handle. 


ipure  2.      Right  and  wrong  way  of  using  runway  probe, 


Fig 


Legend-  h-  horseshoe -like  depression;     m 

■   p-  probe;   g   -   ground  surface;   r   -  main  runway 


mound;    1   -  lateral  runway; 


Excellent  probes  are  made  of  three-quarter  inch  gas  pipe 
welded  to  a  blunt  point  and  cut  to  34  inches  in  length.      Thread  the 
cut  end  and  fit  with  a   'T'  joint.      Four-inch  nipples  with  the   threads 
cut  off  one  end  inay  be  screwed  into  the  'T'  joint  to  form  a  handle. 
A  movable  footrest  can  be  made  of  an  inch  'T'  joint  slipped  over  the 
main  probe  and  held  in  place  with  a  set  screw.     A  four -inch  nipple 
screwed  into  the  'T'  makes  the  rest  for  the  foot  (fig.    2). 

Locate  the  main  runway  by  probing  into  the  soil  a  foot  or 
18  inches  back  frora  the  mound  on  the  side  where  the  horseshoe -like 
depression  is  found  (figs.    1  and  2).     When  the  probe  drops  into  the 
runway  the  release  of  ground  friction  will  be  felt.     Remove  the  probe 
and  insert  the  bait  material:     vegetable  bait  2  or  3  pieces;  grain  bait, 
1  level  tablespoonful;  leafy  bait,    a  small  handful.      Close  the  opening 
with  grass  and  cover  with  dirt  to  keep  out  all  light  and  air.     Determine 
the  over -all  extent  of  the  runway  and  place  a  bait  near  each  end,    and 
one  or  more  baits  in  the  central  part  of  the  system.     In  predorninantly 
sandy  soil,    or  whenever  the  runway  is  difficult  to  locate,    the  use  of  a 
probe  is  irapractical.      Under  such  conditions  open  the  runway  through 
the  mound  as   shown  in  figure  4;  insert  bait  into  the  main  runway  with 
a  long -handled  spoon;  and  close  the  surface  opening  with  grass  and 
cover  with  dirt. 


TRAPPING  POCKET  GOPHERS 

Trapping  pocket  gophers  involves  procedures  very  similar 
to  baiting  methods.     Small  spring  traps  of  varying  size  are  made 
especially  for  trapping  the  several  different  species,    (fig.    3). 


Figure  No.    3    Spring  Trap 


Figure  4.      Trap  in  main  runways. 


Two  traps  of  appropriate  size  should  be  placed  in  the  main 
runway  as  shown  in  figure  4.      This  makes  a  "trap  set.  "    Place  two 
or  more  "trap  sets"  at  intervals  along  the  main  runway  system. 


To  locate  the  runway  use  a  stout  garden  trowel.     Scrape 
the  dirt  froin  a  fresh  mound  until  a  round  circle  of  fresh  dirt  is 
found  plugging  the  lateral  runway.     Open  the  lateral  to  the  main 
runway  with  the  garden  trowel  and  insert  traps  into  the  main  runway 
as  shown  in  figure  4.     Secure  the  trap  with  a  piece  of  small  flexible 
wire  attached  to  a  stake. 

Since  habits  and  control  methods  vary  for  different  species 
of  pocket  gophers,    other  techniques  may  be  more  effective  in  some 
areas.     Further  information  can  be  obtained  by  consulting  the 
following  references  or  by  writing  field  offices  of  the  Fish  and 
Wildlife  Service. 
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